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Dear D r .  Wallace: 

I am c h a i r i n g  a subcommittee of the Re t rov i rus  Study Group of the  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses  t h a t  is a t t empt ing  to  f i n d  an  a p p r o p r i a t e  name 
f o r  the  r e t r o v i r u s  bel ieved t o  be t h e  cause  of AIDS.  

One of t h e  i s s u e s  t h a t  has  d iv ided  ou r  group concerns t h e  degree t o  which a name 
t h a t  i n c l u d e s  "AIDStt - or even ttlymphadenopathyw - w i l l  complicate  communication 
w i t h  p a t i e n t s  and the p u b l i c  a t  large about  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of i n f e c t i o n  w i t h  
t h i s  agent .  On t h e  one hand, r e t r o v i r u s e s  have most o f t e n  been named for t h e  
pa tho log ica l  c o n d i t i o n s  w i t h  which they  are prominent ly  associated; "human T- 
ce l l  leukemia v i r u s "  is a familiar example. On t he  other hand, t he  term "AIDS" 
is a p a r t i c u l a r l y  f r i g h t e n i n g  one i n  c u r r e n t  society. 

Since we have n o t  a r r i v e d  a t  a consensus on a name that avo ids  disease names, I 
am w r i t i n g  t o  so l i c i t  t h e  op in ions  of s e v e r a l  informed c l i n i c i a n s  who care for 
A I D S  p a t i e n t s  or are l i k e l y  t o  care for i n d i v i d u a l s  with evidence of i n f e c t i o n  
w i t h  t h e  A I D S  r e t r o v i r u s .  Is t h e  term "AIDS" to  be avoided a t  a l l  costs? Is it 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  t o  t e l l  a p a t i e n t  "You have been i n f e c t e d  w i t h  t he  human 
A I D S  v i r u s ,  but  t he  v a s t  ma jo r i ty  of i n f e c t e d  people have n o t  developed t h e  
diseasett as opposed to  "You have been i n f e c t e d  w i t h  the XYZ v i r u s ,  which is 
thought  to  be t h e  cause of A I D S  even though most i n f e c t e d  people  have n o t  
developed t h e  disease?" In  o t h e r  words, w i th  t he  p u b l i c i t y  g iven  t o  A I D S ,  are 
euphemisms e f f e c t i v e  or w i l l  t h e  "XYZ v i rus"  s h o r t l y  be synonymous w i t h  "AIDS 
v i rus"?  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  would a name be more accep tab le  i f  i t  inc luded  the  term 
A I D S  bu t  was used as an  eponym (such as HARV, HALV or HAV)? 

Obviously there are other i s s u e s  - both s c i e n t i f i c  and p o l i t i c a l  - t h a t  affect 
t h e  outcome of o u r  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  but  t h e  c l i n i c a l  problem is a thorny  one for 
us ;  I would be g r a t e f u l  i f  you could provide u s  w i t h  your views wi th in  the  next  
week o r  so, t o  h e l p  b r i n g  o u r  work t o  a speedy conclusion.  

S ince re ly ,  

Harold E. Varmus, M.D. 
American Cancer Soc ie ty  
Professor of Molecular Virology 
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